Critics frequently describe Pollock's allover painted fields, especially those he began producing after 1947, as absorbing or engulfing the viewer, occasioning a sensation of being immersed within an all-encompassing visual environment. His paintings are said to establish so powerful a continuity between viewer and painting that the distinction between them collapses, generating a feeling of what the psychologist Anton Ehrenzweig notoriously described as "undifferentiated oceanic envelopment." 1 Pollock's works, he continued, "enveloped the spectator inside the picture plane," producing a "manic experience of mystic oneness." 2 In them, "pictorial space advances and engulfs [the viewer] in a multi-dimensional unity where inside and outside merge." 3 On this account, Pollock's art is immediate, commanding an irresistible connection or mysterious identification.
To express Ehrenzweig's view in other terms, we might say that Pollock's works radically subverted certain conventions -particularly those associated with mimetic easel painting -that traditionally had mediated the relationship between a viewer and a painting and that had established their separateness. While it is true that conventions of illusionism had facilitated the spectator's imaginative access to the fictional world of the work of art, they also served to make conspicuous a distinction between the actual or empirical viewer and the beholder anticipated or projected by the painting. Certainly, conventional techniques of illusionism, spatial composition, narrative arrangement, and the perspectival positioning of the onlooker were the primary means by which easel painters connected the space of the beholder to the space of the painting. But when successful, the sheer veracity of the illusioned scene -not only pictorially delimited but also literally framed as it was -confirmed for the viewer, in a kind of dialectical reversal, the absolute distinction between her own actual standpoint in reality and her imagined place in the depiction. This moment of critical alertness inevitably called to mind a further distinction between the physical properties of the material object and its pictorial content. Acknowledging the conventions as well as the technical strategies by which the artist guided her connection to the illusioned scene, the beholder could not help but be made aware of the difference between the picture as a literally constructed object and the fictional order established by the work of art that held her attention.
In their views, the identity of the work of art, and the artist's meaning that it is intended to express, is superseded by the affective and actual experiences of empirical viewers. What is at stake in the opposition I have been developing is the concept of art's autonomy. On the one hand, I have suggested that "experience," as the term has often been employed with regard to Pollock (couched as "immediacy," "oneness," the "oceanic," or the "environmental"), is practically aligned with the empirical viewer, with refers not in a narrow way to the artwork's putative independence or detachment from the sociopolitical world, nor to its strict confinement to a set of technical or formal problems of the medium (a position often associated, rather reductively, with Clement Greenberg).
Instead, I invoke a broader notion of autonomy as the independence of the artist's meaning from the viewer's experience. 15 This preliminary definition of autonomy requires our taking a critical attitude toward the "oneness" that Pollock's critics (and even he himself ) claimed was the end of his art. After reviewing Greenberg's critical assessment of Pollock's achievement of autonomy with regard to the artistic conventions of easel painting within which he worked, I will make a case for how I think Pollock responded formally to the challenge of establishing the pictorial identity (the autonomy) of Mural.
Conventions in Crisis
In order to explain the dramatic increase in the size of his paintings after 1948, Pollock scholars sometimes cite a remark the artist made the year before, in an application for a Guggenheim Fellowship, where he declared the easel picture to be a "dying form." 19 The critic had been working on a longer analysis of the problem, which was eventually published in April 1948. 20 In "The Crisis of the Easel Picture," he explained that historically, easel painting had been conditioned by its social function: to hang on a wall and to provide the viewer with an illusionistic scene set within a boxlike cavity. The stability of the genre had allowed artists to develop strong principles of internal unity that isolated their pictures, and their pictures' dramatic effects, from the contexts (usually domestic interiors) within which they were viewed. In fact, that boxlike space had been key to establishing both the easel form's independence from its architectural setting and its difference from the merely decorative.
The meaning and validity of the artist's expression, Greenberg seems to have thought, rested on establishing these dual distinctions. At the same time, and since the viewer himself was part of the easel painting's actual setting, the autonomy Greenberg ascribed Greenberg expressed the near total "flattening and emptying" of American life. 27 Attending to the ways modern European artists (specifically the impressionists) had responded historically to the acceleration of industrial development and mechanization, and to the social changes those processes entailed, the critic theorized that they had recognized that modern life could only be "dealt with in material terms." 28 So, he suggested, the tightly covered, meshed surfaces of impressionism registered "naked sensations" that were independent of any metaphysical significance, yielding images that were analogous to modernity's positivist mentality. 29 In a kind of homeopathic gesture, late nineteenthcentury French artists, experiencing the effects of modernization, openly acknowledged and then absorbed society's materialist premises, as if to inoculate their art against its disease. Impressionist techniques thereby protected the easel genre from modern empiri cism, pragmatism, and instrumentalism -a process that enabled it to represent modernity all the more comprehensively. 30 Greenberg pointed out that contemporary artists, by contrast, were turning a blind eye to modern positivism, avoiding its reality by indulging in escapist fantasies.
American painters had "difficulty in acknowledging and stating the dull horror" of their existence. 31 Consequently, they were driven to ever more evasive and extreme affective positions: "We [in the United States]," he explains, "confronted more immediately by the paraphernalia of industrialism, see the situation as too overwhelming to come to terms with, and look for an escape in transcendent exceptions and aberrated states."
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That quasi-romantic avoidance, he thought, caused artists to fall back on clichés, and prevented the realization of an art that could "answer contemporary life, [and] found our sensibilities." 33 To Greenberg's eyes in 1948, finding art that confronted the problems of the historical period without attempting to escape them in "spasmodic" feeling seemed a nearly impossible task. 34 The second essay of the trio, "The Situation at the Moment"
(January 1948), intensifies his rhetoric. "Mercilessness and pessimism," the reader is told, are required to "confront the situation as it is." 35 He continued: "Isolation, or rather the alienation that is its cause, is the truth -isolation, alienation, naked and revealed unto itself, is the condition under which the true reality of our age is experienced. And the experience of this true reality is indispensible to any ambitious art." necessary. Greenberg discovered them in Pollock. The strength of his paintings, the critic argued, was in the "emphatic surfaces of his pictures, which it is his concern to intensify in all that thick, fuliginous flatness." 39 Pollock's work, despite its admittedly gothic paranoia and resentment (qualities Greenberg dismissed), was "an attempt to cope with urban life" by concerning itself with "immediate sensations." 40 It was "positivist [and] concrete." identity, just as we must acknowledge the identity of another, as the source of our capacity to join in a communicative act.
Mural and Meaning
In Stenographic Figure, Between the more linear elements, he used an off-white trade paint to fill in viscid and Within that field, there is a global distribution of concentrated pictorial energies, a ubiquitous exchange of intensities, that modulates the surface. Three key technical choices heighten the effect. First, the initial paint gestures were not, as many scholars had assumed, the elongated structuring lines, but rather broadly applied patches of red, yellow, and dark teal with blue. 54 Although that patchwork is obscured by subsequent layers of paint, the logic of starting the work with a partitioned or zone organization might help explain the sense of the field as an aggregate plane, the vitality of which is felt to be infused in every mark and to confront the viewer at every point.
Second, Pollock intended the surface to have differential reflective values. The 1973 conservation effort, which included varnishing the surface, reduced the differences between the matte and glossy paints that Pollock originally used. 55 Their dissimilar sheen would have made (and, subsequent to the 2012-14 conservation effort, do make) passages of contrasting luster. Mural's variable surface reflectivity creates a fluctuating optical perception, the pulse of which reinforces the plasticity of the image -an image that is seemingly "responsive . . . to one's own act of looking" (here again, Fried's description is the most apt). 56 It is possible that Guggenheim herself noticed and intended to heighten this effect when she installed a special high-luminosity lighting system that further intensified the contrasts. There is a further technique by which Pollock accomplishes this task, one that returns us to the issue of categorizing the work as essentially an easel painting or as a mural (or something "halfway" between the two). Considering that Mural was commissioned for a specific location, a problem immediately presents itself. Given Pollock's admiration for the mural form, the goal of establishing Mural's identity as a painting might seem not only to violate formative aspects of his training (specifically that which he received from Thomas Hart Benton and David Alfaro Siqueiros) but also to contradict his personal and political investment in the form of the public mural, where placement and site have as much to do with its message as its subject matter does. 58 His self-imposed demand to fix Mural's identity as a painting, separate from the space it was destined for, would then seem not only paradoxical but perhaps hypocritical -a repudiation of his commitment to art's social role. 59 Nonetheless, it is in relation to Siqueiros that one final observation may be made about how Mural establishes its autonomy.
Visitors to Guggenheim's town house entered through a door at a right angle to If I am right about that effect, the dynamic re-situation of the viewer is not unlike that which typically is associated with anamorphosis, the technical construction of a perspectival system in which a depiction appears naturalistically -its elements correctly related in scale and spatial arrangement -from only one particular point of view.
The viewer, encountering a perceptually distorted image, attempts to discover and then occupy the perspectival location from which the anamorphic projection resolves. 
